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John Speed (1552-1629). John Speed is arguably the most famous English cartographer of
any period, as a result of his atlas The Theatre of the Empire of Great Britaine. The individual
maps are the best known and among the most sought-after of all county maps. The maps
themselves were derived from the best and most up- to-date sources available. However,
Speed also made innovations of his own - introducing town plans on many of the maps,
including county boundaries on almost all maps and also the coats of arms of local earls and
dukes as well the Royal arms. The overall effect is to produce very decorative, attractive
and informative maps.
Speed, a tailor’s son from Cheshire, conceived the Theatre Of The Empire Of Great Britain as a supplementary volume
to his monumental History of Great Britain published in 1611. Finally published as a complete work in 1612, the atlas
was the culmination of several years work during which pre-existing maps by Saxton and Norden were updated,
information was gathered and collated, and new surveys were completed before the plates were engraved, mainly
by Jodocus Hondius of Amsterdam. Many of the maps bear earlier dates and would have been available for sale as
loose sheets prior to the completion of the atlas.
Text on the reverse describes that county, its industry and agriculture, its physical features and history. One Latin text
edition was published in 1616, targeting the continental market, otherwise the several editions published before
Speed’s death had English text. See Cambridge University Digital Library (especially for John Speed’s Counties of Britain)
https://www.lib.cam.ac.uk/collections/departments/maps/digital-maps/john-speed-proof-maps

Clockwise. Figs. 17-20. A sample of four town section details from John Speed’s 1612 county maps from ‘Theatre Of The
Empire Of Great Britain’ Top L-R Rochester, Warwick. Bottom L-R: Lancaster, Denbigh. Each testifying that the drawings
are not simply representational or generic but fairly accurately present what was then on the ground. There are only
a few exceptions one of which is Winchester, where he omits a depiction of the castle’s great hall (CSGJ 34 2020-21 248)
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